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The Well-Stocked Bookshelf:
Must Reads
BY

ED SPICER

This coming January the Young Adult Library Services Association (YALSA) will debut a new award for
excellence in nonfiction literature. This award is geared for students from the ages of 12 to 18. In December
of 2009, the committee will release its short list of titles competing for this prize. The Association for Library
Services to Children (ALSC) administers an award for nonfiction, called the Robert F. Sibert Informational
Book Medal. This award will be celebrating its 10th anniversary this January. This award honors the best
in nonfiction writing for students up to age 14 (excluding poetry and traditional tales, such as folktales) .
This publishing season is loaded with several exceptionally fine nonfiction titles that straddle the 2-year age
overlap of these two award committees. I will not be surprised to see titles repeated on the final list of both of
these totally independent committees; the volume of exceptional titles is such that I will not be surprised to
see two totally different lists as well. This is a great year for nonfiction and readers will see many titles to add
to libraries. The next 2 years I will be serving on the Notable Children's Books committee, which may explain
the inclusion of several outstanding picture books, several of which belong in both elementary and middle
school libraries and maybe even high school libraries.

Fly to the moon and beyond: Books for
all ages featuring moons, planets, or
flight, especially spaceflight
Stone, Tanya Lee. (2009). Almost Astronauts: 13
Women Who Dared to Dream. New York:
Candlewick. 134 pp. ISBN 978-0-7636-3611-1
(Hard Cover); $24.99
In many of the books reporting about our Apollo
space missions, we find information about the need
to conserve space inside the shuttle, to reduce the
weight. Each additional pound translates into
thousands and thousands of extra dollars in cost.
We also read of the stress induced by the mandatory isolation required of an astronaut. What we
don't really hear is the fact that NASA tested and
discovered that women were far better equipped to
go into space than the Mercury 7 astronauts. Stone's
phenomenal book, in sparkling crisp narrative, fills
the information gap about our space program and

the role women did play (and the history that almost
was theirs). Tremendously well researched, using
primary and secondary sources, and meticulously
documented, Stone's book should be purchased for
every school library from elementary schools to
high schools. Perhaps the most amazing research
uncovered by Stone is the information about
President Lyndon Johnson's reaction to women
astronauts. Johnson did not want to sanction a
women's astronaut testing program because it would
open the door to Asian and Black astronauts! This is
exceptional research that deserves a wide audience.
Wow! Despite having more flight hours than John
Glenn, despite testing well beyond the ability of men,
despite the fact that women astronauts save us a
small fortune, these 13 women never made it into
space. They did, however, pave the way for Eileen
Collins, Sally Ride, and all other women astronauts.
Once you read this book, you will forever notice all
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the gaps in other books supposedly presenting the
history of space exploration. Do these 13 women the
honor of reading their story; you will not be disappointed. Look for this one to show up with many
awards this coming January.

about science as if it were exclusively the domain of
that single Einstein-like genius and shows science as
the cooperative process of working together. This one
is still worth reading and purchasing (Reviewed in
2007).

Chaikin, Andrew. (2009). Mission Control, This is
Apollo: The Story of the First Voyages to the
Moon. New York: Viking. 128 pp. ISBN 0-67001156-8 (Hardcover); $23.99
Many of us recognize Alan Bean as one of the Apollo
astronauts. Bean served as the Lunar Module Pilot on
the Apollo 12 mission, which landed on the moon in a
pre-chosen location, an amazing scientific accomplishment and a first. Very few of us will think of Bean as
an artist. However, after achieving the distinction of
being the fourth person to walk on the moon, Bean's
post NASA career is that of an artist. In this book,
Bean has created full color paintings to provide an
emotional core to a fact-filled book detailing all seventeen Apollo missions. Written by Andrew Chaikin,
this book places Apollo 11 in the proper context of a
scientific and political mission dependent upon six
Mercury missions, another 12 Gemini missions, 10
prior Apollo missions (although missions 2-6 are given
scant mention), and six more Apollo missions that
followed. We are reminded of the fact that the USSR
was once the world leader in space exploration and the
reason we placed such a high priority on space travel.
What would our allies think if we allowed a communist
country to beat us to the moon? Apollo 11 came with
an exceptionally high cost, which includes the lives
of Virgil I. Grissom, Edward H. White II, and Roger
Chaffee, killed in a launch pad fire during a test later
designated Apollo 1. Chaikin writes flowing prose that
captures the drama and human interest of what it
means to blast off into outer space. Sidebars explain
everything from the 45 minutes it takes to defecate to
changes in space suit technology. Bean's explanations
of his paintings provide a poetic and authoritative
glimpse into the human side of these Apollo astronauts
and are almost more interesting than the paintings
themselves. This book will be at home in any school
library. It may well follow in the footsteps of Team
Moon this January.

Floca, Brian. (2009). Moonshot: The Flight of
Apollo 11. New York: Richard Jackson Books/
Atheneum/Simon and Schuster. 48 pp. ISBN
1-4169-5046-X (Hardcover); $17.99.
Of all the Apollo space missions, Apollo 11 is the
mission that most of us remember. While most of us
remember, "That's one small step for man, one giant
leap for mankind," the real drama of the mission is
how close it came to never happening (or worse). This
mission was literally seconds away from failure or
disaster. In this nicely illustrated book for younger
students, Floca provides young readers with the
drama of this most amazing event in our history.

Thimmesh, Catherine. (2006). Team Moon: How
400,000 People Landed Apollo 11 on the
Moon. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 80 pp. ISBN
0618507574 (Hardcover); $19.95
Let's not forget about the 2007 Sibert winner, an
exceptional book that moves away from reporting
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Burleigh, Robert. (2009). One Giant Leap. New
York: PhilomelNiking. Unpaginated. ISBN
978-0-399-23883-3 (Hardcover); $16.99
Like Floca's book, this is another fine book with excellent illustrations about the flight of Apollo 11. In this
book we have much of the drama focused on whether
or not Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin will be able to
blast off from the moon and rejoin Michael Collins on
the Columbia, which orbited around the moon while
Armstrong and Aldrin walked on the moon. This part
of the story is also true. Mike Wimmer's illustrations
are an excellent addition to this fine picture book
description of this famous moon flight.
Aldrin, Buzz. (2009). Look to the Stars. New York:
Viking. 40 pp. ISBN 978-0-399-24721-7
(Hardcover); $23.99
As a member of the Apollo 11 team, Aldrin speaks
authoritatively about his personal experience on this
flight. There is a value in hearing directly from a
primary source about the Apollo 11 mission. When
Aldrin attempts to provide the history of the space
program, he is not nearly as effective as Tanya Stone
or Andrew Chaikin. Wendell Minor provides the
illustrations for Aldrin's book and they, too, are fine
additions.
Moss, Marissa. (2009). Sky High: The True Story of
Maggie Gee. Berkeley, CA: Tricycle Press 32
pp. ISBN 1-58246-280-1 Hard Cover); $16.99
So what do you do when you want to fly and you are
both Asian and female? Today, this question strikes
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us as demeaning and almost unspeakable. For
Maggie Gee, however, an Asian pilot during World
War II, the question was akin to the elephant in the
room-always looming whether spoken of or not.
During World War II we did not have many women
pilots and even fewer Asian females in the cockpits
of planes. Maggie is just one of two Asian women
serving as Women Airforce Service Pilots. Faced with
the skepticism not ·o nly of a country, but her family as
well, Maggie drove herself to flight school (learning
how to drive a car along the way) and mastered the
sky. In this fine elementary picture book biography,
we are presented with some of the background material that paved the way for the next generation to
dream of blasting off into space (as depicted in Almost
Astronauts).

O'Brien, Patrick. (2009). You Are the First Kid on
Mars. New York: Putnam. 32 pp. ISBN 0-39924634-7 (Hardcover); $16.99
Using the most current information about space
travel, O'Brien speculates on what it is like to be a
student traveling to Mars. This journey of 35 million
miles begins with your trip in the space elevator
and ends with your longing to return home after
six months on Mars. O'Brien reunites us with the
Sojourner, the first Mars rover, that landed on Mars
back in 1997. When I was an elementary student,
I remember reading and writing about the various
vehicles that would transport one on another planet.
In my day, this was called science fiction. O'Brien will
have students speculating and predicting based on
both solid, factual information AND an active imagination, the hallmark of our best scientists! While
the picture book format will have students tempted
into thinking it is only for elementary students, the
small type and the concept presented is perfectly
appropriate for older students. I can envision middle
school teachers using this book as a way to encourage
students to evaluate the feasibility of travel to Mars
or to fill in additional details of the 14-month round
trip to Mars and back. This one is a lot of fun.
Rocco, John. (2008). Moonpowder. New York: Hyperion. Unpaginated. ISBN 978-1-4231-0011-5
(Hardcover); $15.99
One of my favorite picture books of last year is
Moonpowder. In this book we have a decidedly different look at the moon. When I look at this book,
Mr. Moon brings to mind old W.C. Fields movies. In
this book Eli is called upon to bring his technological
savvy to fix the moonpowder factory. People are not
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able to dream because the moon is not able to produce
its dream powder. Eli must fix this before people
begin having nonstop nightmares. Eli has been having nightmares, so he knows first hand the value of
fixing the factory. In a book that throws in glimpses
of steampunk (a fantasy/science fiction subgenre that
likes to show the guts of how things work), Rocco has
created one of my favorite picture book images. I just
love the picture in which Mr. Moon hands Eli the
book through his window.

Darwin, 150 years later
Heiligman, Deborah. (2009). Charles and Emma:
DarwinJs Leap of Faith. New York: Henry
Holt. 268 pp. ISBN 978-0-8050-8721-5 (Hardback); $18.95
So much is written about Darwin's theory of
evolution that we sometimes think we know him,
including whether or not he is bound for hell (if
there is one). Of all the words circulating about
Darwin, very few of them are directed toward his
wife, Emma, who more than anyone else, worries
about Darwin's soul because she loves him more
than anyone else. This amazing book puts a very
different face on a name that is either a target
of derision or a beacon of light to large groups of
people. Advised by his father to conceal his doubts
about marrying Emma and to keep silent about his
growing conviction that current religious theory
about life and its origins does not match his careful,
detailed observations, Charles ignores his father
and confesses all to Emma, the woman he wishes to
marry. Readers will delight in the text (and photo
insert-in Darwin's own hand) in which we learn
of Darwin's list, in columns, of the pros and cons
of marrying. Emma's devout faith, in fact, serves
as a foil for the details of Darwin's theory. Emma's
beliefs also seriously influence how Darwin imagines
his theory will be accepted by the world. In this book
we find Darwin's children serving in very similar
ways as Darwin's beetles. Heiligman's biography
will fascinate scientists and romantics alike (Jane
Austin fans especially). Making expert use ofletters, diaries, and other artifacts, Heiligman crafts
a biography that reads like a novel. Both biography
and love story wrapped in a well-researched nonfiction package, Charles and Emma is a must buy for
every high school library. Look for this book to win
many awards this publishing season. This is one of
the most profound biographies I have read in many
years.
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Kelly, Jacqueline. (2009). The Evolution of Calpurnia Tate.
340 pp.
ISBN 978-0-8050-8841-0 (Hardcover); $16.99.
During a time in which families threw "coming out"
parties for girls to help them find husbands and
towns had no automobiles and maybe just one telephone for the entire region, girls were not expected
to become scientists. For many ambitious young
women, the options were extremely limited and,
perhaps, exceedingly depressing. Kelly's novel introduces us to Calpurnia Virginia Tate or Callie Vee,
as she is known, at the turn of the century. Callie
wonders about the differences she notices in the local
grasshopper population and poses this question to
her eccentric grandfather, a self-taught naturalist.
Her grandfather refuses to answer this question
because he thinks she is capable of finding her own
answers. Callie sees the solution to this problem as
a matter of obtaining a copy of Darwin's Origin of
the Species, a much-discussed book in her family.
After a failed trip to the Lockhart Library, Callie is
thrilled when Granddaddy presents her with a copy
of the book from his own private library sanctuary.
And thus begins Callie's journey with Darwin and
her grandfather through the waning moments of
1899. While readers will get a kick out of some of the
anachronistic historical details in relation to today's
world, astute readers will recognize the perfectly
modern science learning model presented in Callie's
time spent with her grandfather. I especially love
the scene in which Grandfather tests his aged pecan
whiskey experiment:
Calmly, Granddaddy said, 'I have managed
to take perfectly good pecans and ferment
them into something approximating cat
piss."
My mouth flopped open.
"And what is the lesson we can take from
this?" he went on.
I sat there and gawped at him.
He said, "The lesson for today is this: It is
better to travel with hope in one's heart
than to arrive safely. Do you understand?"
"No sir."
"It means that we should celebrate today's
failure because it is a clear sign that our
voyage of discovery is not yet over. The
day the experiment succeeds is the day
the experiment ends. And I invariably find
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that the sadness of ending outweighs the
celebration of success."
"Should I write it in the log?" I said. "Cat
piss, I mean."
He chortled. "A good idea. We must be
honest in our observations. Take up the
pen and kindly do the honors, my girl."(pp.
233-234).

With Granddaddy, we witness a very modern understanding of the fact that learning requires failure,
that science is about using your senses to make
predictions and then testing and testing and retesting. We fail more often than we succeed and that
.
'
mdeed, can be the joy of the scientific method. Kelly
uses Darwin epigrams at the start of each chapter to
frame Callie's personal testing to determine whether
the turn of the century has a place for a young girl
who does not easily fit into expected gender roles. The
voice is authentic; you will find yourself cheering for
this plucky young scientist who isn't sure that science
is something girls are allowed to do, even though it
is the only thing that gives her life meaning. While
this review focuses mainly on Callie and her Granddaddy, each of Callie's family members, as well as the
people from town, are brought to three-dimensional
life in this exceptionally well-written first novel. This
novel is certain to be a Morris finalist (for first time
authors) and should find its way to numerous review
stars and "best of' lists, possibly even Newbery recognition. This one is recommended for middle school
and high school libraries.

Lasky, Kathryn . (2009). One Beetle Too Many: The
Extraordinary Adventures of Charles Darwin.
New York: Candlewick. 368 pp. ISBN 978-07636-1436-2 (Hardcover); $17.99.
Charles Darwin collects beetles in his mouth when
his hands are filled with other critters. From these
beetle collections, Darwin gathers evidence for his
growing ideas about how animals change-ideas
that will soon scare the whole world. This picture
book biography is not for the student who craves the
detail-laden approach characterized by Heiligman's
excellent biography. However, for younger students
seeking an introduction to an important scientist for
middle school students looking for a brief introdu~tion, for anyone who appreciates lush, detail-laden
art that matches Darwin's interests, this is the book
to purchase. Beginning with the striking cover,
Matthew Trueman, the illustrator, captures the
beetles, the beaks of finches, the earthworms, and
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other interests of Darwin. He even depicts Darwin's
nose accurately, which Darwin scholars know caused
Darwin many moments of self-doubt as well as almost
getting him booted off the Beagle before it even set
sail. Younger students will get a kick out of the fact
that Darwin's father does not appreciate Darwin's
approach to school work and sends him to study for
the clergy when it is clear that he is not a very good
student. Many adult biographies exist for those wishing information about Darwin; this is one of several
fine books for younger students as we celebrate 150
years of Darwin's controversial theory on the origin of
species.

McGinty, Alice B. (2009). Darwin.
Unpaginated. ISBN 978-0618-99531-8 (Hardcover); $16.00
Below the title on the cover, we read, "With Glimpses
into His Private Journal & Letters." It is exactly this
approach that makes this book notable. Students are
learning to distinguish the difference between primary and secondary sources and this book is a perfect
book to show how McGinty used both primary and
secondary sources to craft this extensively researched
biography. Just about every page has an insert containing Darwin's actual words, which shows students
how McGinty decided to organize and write her text.
We travel with Darwin as a mediocre student who
upsets his father and continue as Darwin boards the
Beagle and begins collecting the critters that fill him
with questions that are still argued fiercely today.
While the artwork is not as appealing as Trueman's
(above), it serves the text well and is pleasing, if a bit
skewed toward younger students. In the endpapers,
McGinty writes, ... Charles Darwin showed just how
much can be accomplished by simply asking a question and working diligently to find the answer." This
book will answer many questions about Darwin's life,
but more importantly, it will prompt students to ask
their own questions and then see the value oflooking
for answers independently. The picture book format
should not discourage middle school (and even brave
high schools) from adding this book to classrooms and
collections.

A variety of miscellaneous nonfiction
texts worth purchasing
Jackson, Donna M. (2009). Extreme Scientists:
Exploring Nature's Mysteries from Perilous
Places.
80 pp. ISBN
0-618-77706-7 (Hardcover); $16.00
Need a book to recommend for that active, nonfictionloving student who has trouble sitting still? Try this
one. Students fly into the center of hurricanes and
then back out. We crawl deep into cramped caves,
both above and below water. We spend time in the
canopy of trees taller than skyscrapers and older than
modern civilization. Three scientists explains what
they do and why they do it. The photography is both
gorgeous and terrifying. I especially like this book
because it balances the obvious thrill of the work
with the need for solid science skills, like measuring, recording, writing, analyzing, predicting, and
designing extreme (but never reckless) science tests
and observations to learn more. The format and the
text and the photography are suitable in any library
throughout the nation, including elementary, middle
school, and high school libraries.
Walker, Sally M. (2009). Written in Bone: Buried
Lives of Jamestown and Colonial Maryland.
Minneapolis, MN: Carolrhoda Books. 144 pp.
ISBN 0-8225-7135-8 (Hardcover); $22.95
Writing is what students do on paper or on their computers. Written in Bone clearly explains that each of
us, right this very second, is recording our living history in the growth patterns of our bones, hair, teeth,
and the artifacts with which we surround ourselves.
In 2005 scientists from the Smithsonian uncovered a
grave from the original fort in Jamestown. Students
interested in television programs like CSI, will appreciate this foray into forensic archaeology. Beginning
with how archaeologists determine grave locations
to examining pelvis bones to determine gender and
then looking at skulls to determine race, readers
are treated to entertaining prose, detailed graphics,
logical page design, and clear photographs to learn
the details of servant and captain, men and women,
teen and child written conclusively in the bones they
leave behind as written testament. At times this book
reads like the best murder mystery, and readers will
discover an amazing reluctance to stop reading once
we begin. Highly recommended for all middle school
and high school libraries!
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Ride, Sally and O'Shaughnessy, Tam. Tam. (2009).
Mission: Planet Earth: Our World and Its
Climate-and How Humans Are Changing
Them. New York: Flashpoint/Macmillan 80
pp. ISBN 978-1-59643-310-6 Hard Cover);
$19.95
When I worked at Scripps Institution of Oceanography, I had the distinct pleasure of meeting Dr. Ride.
The Director of the Cal Space Institute, Dr. Ride
seemed uncomfortable with the spotlight of "First
Woman in Space," while also appreciating the opportunities this fame provides to encourage more young
women to consider a career in science. I became
convinced that Dr. Ride would rather be known as
a PhD in astrophysics than as an astronaut. In this
book, working once again with Tam O'Shaughnessy,
Dr. Ride details in clear, understandable language
the difference between weather and climate and just
exactly how human beings are changing our climate.
This book is especially suited for middle school students, although both high school students and strong
elementary school scholars will also appreciate it.
When we tamper with one part of our environment,
we affect the entire system. This book shows how
our global climate system works and how and why
it is changing. While the message and the potential
consequences are grim, the book is factually delivered
without the doom and gloom preachiness that is so
tempting when confronted with the overwhelming
evidence of change. Interested students and educators may also be interested in the companion volume
to this book, which is a workbook and activity book
filled with practical suggestions for measuring and
changing our behaviors at home and at school.
(Ride, Sally & O'Shaughnessy, Tam. (2009). Mission: Save the Planet. New York: Flashpoint/
Macmillan. 64 pp. ISBN 1-59643-379-5.
$7.99).
Bang, Molly & Chisholm, Penny. (2009). Living Sunlight. New York: Blue Sky Press/
Scholastic. 40 pp. ISBN 978-0-545-04422-6
(Hardcover); $16.99
Folks who know me are aware of the fact that I lead a
somewhat schizophrenic sort of life. During the day, I
devote my life to raising future scholars, artists, and
thinkers in my first-grade classroom. My classroom
library is large; books are essential to my teaching. I
use thousands each year to help students investigate
questions and become wonder struck. Consequently,
when I come across a book like Living Sunlight that
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opens up avenues of exploration that are immediately
understood by all, I feel like dancing. As adult readers should know, our life on Earth begins with the
sun. The very first words of the book provide this
epiphany: "Listen to me. Do this one thing: Lay your
hand over your heart, and feel. Feel your heart pump,
pump, and pump. Feel how warm you are. That is
my light, alive inside of you." Explaining a concept
as big and as important as the sun is so much easier
when students have a way of feeling that concept
within their own bodies with their own two hands!
Nice! Bang's lush artwork and this very lyrical text
help young students understand a very big idea:
photosynthesis. While the text and the format would
lead one to place this book in an elementary school,
the concepts are explained in ways that will serve as
a valuable review for middle school students. English
teachers and science teachers may also wish to use
this excellent picture book as a model for expository
writing at its finest. The endnotes include much more
detailed information, which adds further incentive
to see this book as one that is appropriate for much
older students than my first graders, who will soon be
holding their hearts and thinking of the sun. I can't
wait.

Rosen, Michael J. (2009). The Cuckoo's Haiku: and
other Birding Poems. New York: Candlewick.
128 pp. ISBN 978-0-7636-3049-2 (Hardcover);
$17.99
Fowl is the season,
Bird lovers, art lovers, sweet!
Pour through these pages and fly.
Exquisite watercolors blended with evocative
haiku grace each distinctive page of this tribute to
twenty-four of the birds commonly found in North
America. EAS
I wish I were a better poet. I would capture more of
the field guide nature and cherished personal journal
feel of this stunning collection of information, poetry,
and art as we travel through the seasons with Rosen
and Fellows. Each (double) page is meticulously
designed to enhance the information, the art, and the
haiku. Each haiku faithfully cages the essence of the
bird description:
woodpecker knock-knocks
riddled with the same question
trees yawn, answering
The pileated woodpecker is depicted on the tree as
one might find it (left page), in flight, and on the tree
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magnified (right). Underneath the large tree version
are insets of the insects for which the woodpecker
hunts. The poem is centered on the left page, but
both pages are clearly designed to accentuate all the
elements. Despite all of the art, information, and the
haiku, the pages do not look cluttered (which, indeed,
would defeat the purpose of the haiku). Often there
is a personal tidbit thrown in that represents Rosen's
delight in sharing a subject that he (and Fellows)
obviously love, such as when he describes the gold
finch song as "potato chips, potato chips." Often these
morsels are hand-written, which perfectly captures
the world of many birdwatchers in the field watching,
observing, and writing about the birds they know and
love so well. This book also has the benefit of spanning a large age range. The art alone makes this one
well worth buying for any school library or classroom.

Kirby, Pamela (2009). What Bluebirds Do. Honesdale, PA: Boyds Mills Press. 32 pp. ISBN
978-1-59078-614-7 (Hardcover); $18.95.
Stunning, vivid close-up photography captures the
beauty, wonder, and drama of an eastern bluebird
family. This high quality publication is a treat to
hold and a joy to behold. It would be well worth
purchasing for just the photography alone. The text is
geared for the very young naturalist, but the bluebird
photography is filled with beauty, drama, and even
humor. We follow a bluebird family through the
seasons discovering the rhythms and patterns of its
life.
Weitzman, David L.. (2009). Pharaoh's Boat. New
York: Houghton Mifflin. 224 pp. ISBN 0-76363279-1 (Hardcover); $16.99
Culminating in the large foldout of the boat built to
transport the Pharaoh Cheops into the afterlife 4,600
years ago, Weitzman details the discovery of this
magnificent vessel and the process used to analyze
the clues to determine how the boat was built, taken
apart, and then built again. Using stylized illustrations designed to evoke the period, Weitzman's palate
of earthy tones and watery blues, puts the reader
back in ancient Egypt. Showing the relationship
between different disciplines and different career
professionals in digging up the pieces and determining their functions floats this book past many other
nonfiction titles this year. Weitzman describes how
Ahmed Youssef Moustafa from the Restoration
Department of the Egyptian Antiquities Service
works with a large crew of people, including modern
day boat builders to puzzle out the deck construction.

Ahmed discovers just how "modern" the Pharaoh's
construction team is. The gradual process of solving
the riddle of this boat until we reach the stunning
gatefold provides a sense of mystery and drama that
will have readers eagerly turning pages.

Dickinson, Emily (2008). Emily Dickinson: My
Letter to the World and Other Poems (Isabelle
Arsenault, illustrator). Tonawanda, NY: KCP
Poetry, an imprint of Kids Can Press U npaginated. ISBN 978-1-55453-103-5 (Hardcover)
$17.95.
Actually, this particular book is just one in a series
of handsome books by KCP Poetry featuring various poets. All of books in this series ( The Raven by
Edgar Allen Poe, illustrated by Ryan Price; The Owl
and the Pussycat by Edward Lear, illustrated by
Stephane Jorisch; The Highwayman by Alfred Noyes,
illustrated by Murray Kimber; The Lady of Shalott,
illustrated by Genevieve Cote; and Jabberwocky by
Lewis Carroll, illustrated by Stephane Jorisch) are
well worth purchasing for middle school and high
school libraries. Be warned if bringing this series into
elementary schools that Jabberwocky, for example,
has wonderful, but very disturbing artwork featuring
headless animals and lots of blood. The Dickinson
book features illustrated versions of seven famous
poems of Dickinson, including "Hope is the thing
with feathers ... " and "I'm Nobody! Who are you?"
The illustrations evoke a mood without supplying a
definitive interpretation. In other words, the illustrations help those readers (including adults) visualize a
feeling without telling the readers what they should
feel. They add a dimension to the poems that will
have Dickinson lovers finding new things to love and
appreciate about these marvelous poems. Middle
school and high school librarians and English teachers can save a bunch of time by purchasing this whole
series. The books are short, nicely sized, and filled
with a whole series of fine art illustrations that make
reading and thinking about these classic poems in
refreshing new ways. Buy them all.

Several excellent biographies
Hoose, Phillip. (2009). Claudette Colvin: Twice
Toward Justice.
133 pp. ISBN
978-0-374-31322-7 (Hardcover); $19.95
Reading about Claudette Colvin has forced me to
reevaluate my response to many of the books written
about Rosa Parks and has me rethinking how I view
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the Montgomery bus boycott. While it is certainly
true that people who are victimized day after day
after day because of personal attributes that are
not subject to change will probably, at some point,
become both bone-weary and furious with the unfairness of the discrimination. However, if that is the
only lens with which we examine the prejudice visited
upon Rosa Parks and millions of other African Americans, we miss the opportunity to see a much more
calculated, broad-based, and intelligent approach to
achieving social change. Consequently we limit the
value of this event to mere emotion. What we read
in this book is the carefully orchestrated and meticulously debated response to the racism of the day
calculated to force essential social progress. Claudette
Colvin is arrested and put in jail for refusing to
relinquish her seat a year before Rosa Parks' historic
social disobedience. Parks knows Colvin very well.
Colvin is a regular visitor, and Parks often has Colvin
speak about her arrest to other students. During her
trial she is convicted for assaulting an officer and not
for violating segregation laws. Pursuing this case will
be difficult without a clear and convincing link to segregation laws. Complicating the issue is the fact that
Colvin, a teen, gets pregnant. Consequently, she is
not viewed as the person who will provide Fred Gray
and E.D. Nixon with the credible defendant deemed
essential for advancing a successful court challenge
to the discrimination enforced on busses. Many of her
peers and many in the black community who blame
her for stirring up trouble in the Jim Crow South
then vilify Colvin. Colvin, however, has a second'
chance to testify when the case of Browder v. Gayle
proceeds to court. Browder sues Mayor Gayle claiming that Montgomery transportation laws violate
the 14th amendment. The lawyers for Mayor Gayle
and the city of Montgomery attempt to show that the
black community has not objected to the segregation
and that a rabble-rouser, Dr. Martin Luther King, is
spawning this boycott. Hence, Colvin's testimony is
essential because she has been arrested and jailed
for protesting the segregation on the buses. Colvin
proves to be a brave and excellent witness. Colvin is
credited with convincing two of the three judges that
Montgomery is violating the constitutional rights of
its citizens. Hoose conducted several interviews with
Colvin and others to write this book. These interviews
also are the basis for our view of the quiet strength
and the magnificent dignity of Claudette Colvin,
especially when she is confronting the internalized
racism within herself and her community. Colvin has
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not received even a tenth of the credit she deserves.
Hoose provides references and extensive source notes.
This book is that rare book that forces us to reexamine our beliefs about history, especially our views
about civil rights. It also shows that history does not
always remember essential players unless we take
the time to find and preserve the stories. Do not be
surprised when this informative story told in flowing,
fluid prose is honored with medals and stickers this
January. Buy this book. Buy it for yourself. Buy it for
your library. Put it in the hands of school students
in middle schools and high schools all across the
country!

Bryan, Ashley. (2009). Words to My Life's Song. New
York: Atheneum/Simon & Schuster. 58 pp.
ISBN 978-1-4169-0541-7 (Hardcover); $18.99
Anyone who has met Ashley Bryan or heard him
speak will appreciate this gorgeous autobiography.
Filled with marvelous photographs (by Bill Meguinness) of Bryan's home on Little Cranberry Island in
Maine and pictures from some of the books he has
illustrated (more than 30) for children, this book is a
celebration not only of Bryan's thoughtful gentleness,
but his development as an artist and scholar. Bryan
is a three-time Coretta Scott King winner and he is
a former professor of art at Dartmouth College. The
book package is a work of art. The page layouts and
the type are works of art. The display of art from
many of Bryan's books is every bit as vibrant (and
often even better) than in the original books. When
Bryan is 1 7, he is invited to attend Officer Candidate
School in the segregated army of World War II. Bryan
refuses because he prefers to stay with the men he
has come to know. This fact will not surprise anyone
who has met Bryan. A philosophy major, a music
lover, and an advocate for students, Bryan is the
perfect role model for any student, especially those
looking to pursue a career in art. While Bryan writes
of the obstacles placed in his path, we do not read any
bitterness. The overriding message from Bryan to
readers is one of love that never feels weak or artificial or anything less than genuine. Readers will sense
what all of his legion of fans, to a person, enthusiastically repeat, "Bryan really believes that each and
every person has a talent that must be shared." While
this book will take some selling to students who do
not know of Bryan's work, the book is so exquisitely
produced that it is well worth the effort to put this
book into the hands of as many students as possible.
Students need to know Ashley Bryan.
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Goldman, Susan Rubin. (2009). The Anne Frank
Case: Simon Wiesenthal's Search for the
Truth. New York: Holiday House. 40 pp. ISBN
0-823-42109-0 (Hardcover); $18.95
Simon Wiesenthal's name is synonymous with Nazi
Hunter. Persecuted and tortured by the Nazis,
Wiesenthal believes it is his duty to remember the
people who died and to devote his life to bringing
them justice. Consequently, when Wiesenthal confronts a group of neo-N azi teens whose family and
friends have brainwashed them into disrupting a performance of an Anne Frank play-because the play
perpetuates the hoax of the Holocaust-Wiesenthal
makes a deal with one of the youth to find the guard
who arrested Anne Frank, which is the proof required
of Wiesenthal by this neo-Nazi youth. Rubin uses this
case as a prototype, of sorts, to show the persistence
and determination of Wiesenthal throughout his
life documenting Jewish history in danger of being
lost forever and tracking down Nazi war criminals.
What I find notable is the way in which Rubin ties
this search into something more than simple anger
and revenge. Readers will come away from this book
understanding the reverence with which Wiesenthal
holds his fellow Jewish prisoners and their families.
Winter, Jonah. (2009). Gertrude is Gertrude is
Gertrude is Gertrude.
272 pp. ISBN 978-14169-4088-3 (Hardcover); 16.99.
Winter's book captures the essence of Gertrude Stein
more than it does the actual facts of her life. Readers
who appreciate Stein will enjoy the carefully chosen
details that Calef Brown uses in the artwork of this
deceptively simple picture book. While many readers
wonder about the audience for this picture book, I
think that it will teach students of any age the value
in seeing language as something bigger than the fiveparagraph essay or the stuff of novels and literary
fiction. Language also has tremendous value when
we use it because we enjoy the sound or appreciate
its ability to make us feel a wide variety of emotions.
I have first-hand knowledge for how well this works
in the first-grade classroom (some of our very best
book discussion of the year with half the class really
loving this book and the other half clearly and vocally
expressing why they do not like it). I predict that
creative teachers in middle school or high school will
have similar success using this book to teach characteristics of voice, etc. Art teachers will also laugh
and have fun with this book because of the irreverent
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look at modern art, especially Pablo Picasso. Winter
also pokes fun at Matisse and Ernest Hemingway,
other members who frequented the company of Queen
Gertrude. Take a chance on this book, even if it is not
your particular cup of tea; you will be surprised at
how many students will delight in the zaniness that
is Gertrude Stein. Don't be surprised by loud laughter
from even very young scholars.

Benanav, Michael (2008). Joshua & Isadora: A
True Tale of Loss and Love In the Holocaust.
Guilford, CT: The Lyons Press. 258 pp. ISBN:
978-1-59921-240-1 (Hardcover) $24.95.
While this book is an adult biography of Michael
Benanav's grandparents and their experiences with
the Nazis, I include it in this review because Joshua
& Isadora is a cautionary tale to teen readers. There
is an implicit suggestion to explore our own roots.
Benanav asks us to create a world worthy of respect,
a world filled with hope and mystery. Benanav
remarks that despite all of the horrible things that
happened, sometimes, out of the corner of his eye, he
catches glimpses of perfection. He reminds readers
of the spiritual teachings of Judaism, "ascent follows
descent." He then goes on to say that, "since none of
the particular events for which we are grateful are
pre-ordained, none of the particular sufferings that
helped produce them actually had to happen. They
are, simply, not necessary." (243) What readers are
left with is this notion that by digging into our own
stories, we uncover links that connect us to our suffering and to our joys and to each other in ways that help
us understand that ascent is possible without descent,
that abominations like those of Nazi Germany are,
simply, unnecessary. Joshua & Isadora is a book that
everyone in Benanav's family should read. It is also
a book for anyone seeking a manual on how to use
our own family histories to uncover "the mystery that
swirls through life .... " I am especially hoping to place
this book in the hands of teens. Perhaps Benanav's
wanderlust and enthusiasm for traveling will strike a
kindred chord in teens and encourage them to dream
even bigger dreams. And while Joshua & Isadora is
Benanav's personal family history, it is also a book
about the nature of love and commitment. It is a
love story. It is a treatise on how to remain human
in the face of unspeakable cruelty, a how-to book on
recapturing a zest for living when all seems lost and
broken. It is a beautiful piece of writing.
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And finally, some great new fiction
worth exploring for all ages
Carmichael, Clay. (2009). Wild Things. Ashville,
NC: Front Street. 167 pp. ISBN 978-1-59078627-7 (Hardback); $16.99
Zoe is stuck with Uncle Henry, another person sure
to leave her. Uncle Henry's art joins forces with a
feral boy to convince Zoe that love is possible, even
for a wild thing like her. Carmichael knits together
all the threads in this mythic tale with an artist's
eye. The voices are magical, unique, and very real.
Zoe tells her story with bitter humor: "people twice
my size with half my brains get to run my life." (72).
Uncle Henry's wild art serves as a central metaphor
for taking the scraps of our lives and knitting them
together into something that we eventually see as
filled with beauty. This book is also notable for the
ways in which it reflects on the idiosyncrasies of our
animal natures (even if we should happen to be very
unusual, even albino). Carmichael asks us to imagine
a world in which we expect miracles, even though
they always come with a personal cost. The feral
cat, the deer, the wild boy, Uncle Henry, and even
Zoe all share a wildness that is unusual, striking,
beautiful, odd, and prone to problems. The setting is
palpable. Readers will feel a part of the woods; there
is an element of magic to this setting that allows
the story to conclude with a clear sense of hope that
is appropriate for the audience but not forced. The
characters are unlike any we've met before and yet
they are people we have always known. Wild Things
is an unexpected treat filled with atmosphere, voice,
and the music of language beautifully and carefully
crafted. This is also that rare book that spans a wide
variety of ages and interests.
Tan, Shaun. (2009). Tales From Outer Suburbia.
New York: Scholastic/Arthur A. Levine. 96 pp.
ISBN (Hardcover); $19.99.
Fifteen illustrated tales guide readers in unexpected
directions in this quirky, thoughtful, and sometimes
even disturbing collection of stories and art. Water
buffaloes join poetic scraps of paper to keep readers
on their lyrical toes. This is a masterful juxtaposition
of art and story. The art juxtaposes realism with an
edge of fantasy that never simply repeats the text,
but always adds new images to attract the attention
of thoughtful readers. The text asks us to think about
what we commonly know about living and take that
outside the box for a dream-filled moment or two. In
"Stick Figures," for example, we see people portrayed
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with scant detail who keep getting whacked and
whacked and whacked some more to the point that
the violence is senseless and boring. We end this
story with the clear implication that we are the
stick people subjects of the story, the ones without
dimensions. All of these stories have an unexpected
perspective, often with odd pairings of objects in both
art and word. All of the stories ask us to think about
our family, our customs, our rituals, our neighbors,
our friends, in decidedly different ways. Don't be
surprised when this one shows up on numerous "Best
Of' lists and perhaps even one or two major award
winner notices. This book is an amazing blend of
short story; we do not even really have the terminology to explain to readers just how unique this collection is. It is easily able to fit into middle school and
high school libraries-buy this book.

Calame, Don. (2009). Swim the Fly. New York:
Candlewick. 352 pp. ISBN 978-0-7636-4157-3
(Hardcover); $16.99.
Let's see ... what to say about SWIM THE FLY .... I
could say that the galley copies of this book include
a blurb from-ME (and Lynn Rutan and Cindy
Dobrez-the Booklist, Bookend bloggers and friends).
I could also say that I would still be laughing if I
wasn't poring through old yearbooks trying to decide
ifl ever used Don Calame as an alias in high school.
This is one of those books that is flat out fun for
high school readers who love humor. Matt, Cooper,
and Sean have a summer quest, just as they do
each and every summer. This summer these three
knuckleheaded teens have decided that they will see
a real live naked girl. While laughing, readers will
also know that these young men actually make real
progress toward becoming creatures that belong on
a planet with both males and females. Look for this
one, especially if you are in the mood to laugh. The
initial reaction from two teen beta testers confirms
that we have no generation gap with the humor in
this one. What fun! The voice in this book sings. Even
though I could see my own high school in this storyand that was a thousand years ago-teens today will
recognize the truth in it. The book is gut-busting
funny, but more than that it has a sweetness that is
fresh and refreshing.
Tharp, Tim (2008). The Spectacular Now. NY:
Knopf. 297 pp. ISBN 978-0-375-85179-7
(Hardcover) $16.95.
High school libraries that have not found this book
really need to add it to the collection. It is the YA
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retelling of The Grasshopper and the Ant, but readers
can't help but feel for Sutter, our grasshopper. We
want him to succeed because his spontaneity contains
value. Sutter could almost be that boy we want
dating our daughters. He cares deeply for the inner
person. He is kind and considerate. He worries about
young children. If only he didn't guzzle down whiskey
by the gallon. The Spectacular Now is spectacular
now and in the future because of its voice. Told in
drunken first person, Sutter will have you laughing
just before you start a crying jag. When Sutter begins
seeing Aimee, Aimee gradually begins to develop
a more confident and assertive personality. She also
begins drinking like a fish, which brings a host of new
problems.
Sutter brings a freshness to parties that capture
the attention of people like Cassidy, his former
girlfriend-and then the house will be trashed, items
will be broken. Ultimately, Sutter costs too much to
be around and friends fall away. Sutter moves on
to new nows, new moments, but with an increasing
sense that he is losing something important. Even the
whiskey isn't completely masking the sense ofloss.
Cassidy claims that Sutter doesn't really know how
to love. Readers will have to judge whether Sutter's
finale with Aimee is indication, as Sutter claims,
that he has learned a thing or two about love. In the
meantime, readers will feel like they have learned
a great deal about Oklahoma. Many of us will fight
the urge to drive to Oklahoma and slap Sutter and
secretly be afraid that if we do reach Oklahoma,
Sutter may talk us into having a drink or going to a
party.

Collins, Suzanne. (2009). Catching Fire (reviewed
from galley). New York: Scholastic. 391 pp.
ISBN 978-0-439-02349-8 (Hardcover); $17.99.
One of the most popular books with the teens I see
regularly and with teens around the country is The
Hunger Games. I have received notice from several
teens regularly asking about book two. Well, book two
is now out in galley format, and I am thinking I may
be able to raise millions of dollars by auctioning off
first reading rights to the fanatic fans of The Hunger
Games! This one is sure to be popular and probably
worth purchasing multiple copies (along with a few
extra copies of The Hunger Games).

In The Hunger Games society has decreed that to
avoid full-blown war and rebellion, each of the 12
districts will send in two teen challengers, one male
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and one female, to fight to the death until just one
person is left alive. The survivor will be honored and
the survivor's district will receive honor and glory
and riches without the need for the entire district
to go to war for these scarce resources. In book one
our protagonist, Katniss, wins. In Catching Fire we
answer the question: Or did she? This is quite a lot of
fun, with more survival, page-turning, white knuckle
reading layered over a more character-driven story
filled with political manipulations and maneuverings.
Since this book is not due out until this fall, I do not
want to release any spoilers. So let's just say that this
book provides greater background information about
the society and the games, including background
information on Haymitch and other past champions.
Katniss will wrestle with saving herself and her family or confronting the corruption in a government that
seems to enjoy the death rivalries as a way to deflect
attention from how resources are allocated and decisions made. Fans of the fight to the death competition
will be happy to know that Catching Fire has some of
this same action, but with a twist. Look for it; budget
for it. Finally, budget for the third book in the series
as well because this ride is not over yet. This series is
perfect for both middle school and high school.

Oppel, Kenneth. (2009). Starclimber. New York:
HarperCollins. 390 pp. ISBN 978-0-06085057-9 (Hardcover); $17.99.
I remember the fun our 2005 Printz Committee had
reading Airborn. I also have very clear memories of
calling Kenneth Oppel when Airborn was a Printz
honor winner. I am very happy to highly recommend
this third book in the series. Matt is no longer aboard
a luxury liner serving as a cabin boy. He is now the
captain, even though no one uses the term, of his
own aerocrane during his last year of flight training. One of the joys of reading Oppel's series is the
alteration of things like hot air balloons or cranes
or tugboats, which we understand, into something
wilder and more exciting that we can still visualize, even though it is the make-believe product of
a very active imagination. The world building in
Starclimber is exceptionally strong because of Oppel's
odd fantastical shifts of every day places and objects
that transform them into brand new creations. Oppel
is one of the best writers out there in his ability to
invent amazingly mundane details that shock and
delight readers. Wealthy Kate de Vries, whom readers have been betting will eventually be married to
Matt, shocks Matt (and readers) with the news of her
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engagement. Before the marriage and before all of
Matt's hopes are dashed, Matt and Kate are called
into space. They are racing to be the first nation into
space. Kate is an aerial zoologist, and Matt replaces
a crewmember who breaks his leg while celebrating
being selected for this epic mission. As in Airborn,
Oppel fills Starclimber with issues of class and
gender. Readers are asked to wonder about the point
of scientific exploration and even its institutional
reliability (as seen in the portrayal of Hugh Snuffler).
Starclimber lists more firmly toward romance, but
adventure lovers will not even notice because they
are too busy dodging hijacking Babelites and very
weird space creatures. Students in middle school and
high school will have a difficult time doing anything
other than reading this book once they start.

Gerstein, Mordicai. (2009). A Book. New Milford,
Connecticut: Roaring Brook. 48 pp. ISBN 9781-59643-251-2 (Hardcover); $16.95.
In a hilarious spoof on literary genres, a young girl
attempts to visualize her place in the world. Just how
does one communicate the essential details of life to
others? Gerstein's book serves as an excellent introduction to various types of literature. As well as being
laugh-out-loud funny, Gerstein manages to provide
students with much to ponder germane to potential
careers and how we see ourselves a few years down
the road. Students will consider whether our career
choices truly reflect how we wish the world to understand our actions and our lives. The perspective of
the book matches the text expertly. The text directly
addresses readers. At one point, when the girl looks
up and notices my face staring at her for the first
time-we can well imagine her terror. Humor that
has us recognizing our self and learning a bit more
about our world and ourselves is a characteristic
of the very finest in literature. This book is humor
at its very best and that rare fantasy that provides
immediate gratification to younger students, with
enough depth to satisfy older readers as well-even
readers celebrating the 18th anniversary of their 17th
birthday.
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Pennypacker, Sara. (2009). Sparrow Girl.
40 pp. ISBN 978-1-42311187-0 (Hardcover); 16.99
Concerned about crop damage caused by birds eating
grain, Chairman Mao declares war on sparrows and
orders all citizens to join the war designed to eradicate every single sparrow in the land. Young Ming-Li
yearns to be a loyal citizen and to earn her father's
respect, but her gut tells her to defy her father and
ignore her duty because sparrows are important. This
picture book is based on actual Chinese history and
the very real war on sparrows that Mao waged. This
campaign was very successful and, as the endnotes
inform, resulted in the death of most of the sparrows
in China and then the deaths of over thirty million
people. Turns out that these sparrows not only ate
grain, but they ate large numbers of insects that
also eat grain. When the insects were unchecked, the
crops were devastated, leading to the starvation of
millions of Chinese citizens. While the subject matter
is grim, it is matched by the muted and dark tones of
artwork, which also has excellent, stylized depictions
of Chinese faces-a nice change of pace from the
many homogeneous faces too often depicted in books
featuring Asian characters. I think even very young
students are able to consider books like this one that
ask us to consider the effects of our actions on the
environment. Sparrow Girl is a book that should also
be at home in middle school classes, especially those
that investigate habitats and ecosystems and the
effects of governmental decisions that impact how we
use land or treat plants or animals. A side benefit is
the view of a young Chinese girl dealing with civil
disobedience when her own personal view of the
world does not match what the government is asking
her to do. We don't often see this sort of picture in
books for young students.
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